Semiquantitative habitual intakes of different foods were assessed with the Food Frequency Questionnaire. With an a posteriori approach we applied a cluster analysis for identifying dietary patterns. 6 This procedure is based on the intercorrelations among food groups or nutrients, and is not biased because it does not require as a starting point any technical decision on which foods or nutrients are or are not healthy. A diet that could be defined as unhealthy was identified in 21% of the cohort, and was characterized by high consumption of soft drinks, fried foods, seed oils, cured meats, butter, red meat and sweets. Thirty-four percent of the cohort exhibited a dietary pattern that resembled the Mediterranean diet, characterized by high intakes of fruit, milk and cheese, olive oil, vegetables, pasta and bread. Intermediate habits characterized the remaining 45%. The average consumption of soft drinks in the unhealthy versus Mediterranean dietary habits group was of 6.1 versus 1.1 drinks/week (Po0.0001). Interestingly, despite being significantly older, the Mediterranean diet group did not have a different prevalence of asymptomatic carotid atherosclerosis (intima-media thickness X0.9 mm and/or presence of plaques) and was independently associated with less insulin resistance.
These data seem to suggest a role for soft drink consumption in the context of globally unhealthy dietary habits that may have a negative impact on clinical metabolic and cardiovascular outcomes. However, it is difficult to extrapolate the individual impact of soft drink consumption on health, so it seems more reasonable to aim at inducing overall changes in terms of healthier eating habits. Therefore, the adoption of public health measures to reduce the consumption of soft drinks is perhaps appropriate as an attempt to reduce the obesity epidemic and the consequent risk of diabetes and cardiovascular diseases, but needs to be part of more complex interventions to alter dietary habits and lifestyle.
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